
 
 
 

Mental Health Interventions for Pandemic Influenza – Guidance* 
Dissemination of guidance such of this can assist in helping individuals, families, government 
officials, and communities are as emotionally healthy as possible to inoculate them pre-
outbreak and assist them to cope during a disease outbreak. 
Tips for Individuals and Families 
Guidance developed by mental health experts suggests that: 
• Emotional and Physical preparedness are some of the most effective ways of 

addressing the anxiety and stress that may accompany such a serious worldwide 
disease outbreak. 

Strategies for Coping 
The two primary strategies for coping with the emotional impact of a pandemic are: 
1) Education:  Factual information about pandemic influenza and its impact; 
2) Preparation:  Personal and family readiness for health emergencies 
Predicted Emotional Challenges  
There are many emotional challenges that may face individuals and families during 
a pandemic. These challenges are not limited to the medical impact of a disease 
outbreak, but include reaction to: 
• Organizational and governmental response. 
• Impact on society. 
• Personal and social economic disruption. 
• Pre-existing medical or mental health issues. 
• Separation from natural sources of support. 
• Grief and loss of family members and/or friends. 
Impact on Individuals’ Medical or Mental Health Problems 
Individuals with pre-existing medical or mental issues may encounter increased 
levels of stress and anxiety, along with disruptions of the health care delivery 
system. This may impact: 
• The ability to travel to receive medications or treatment services. 
• The ability of field workers to travel to deliver medications or treatment services. 
• Expedited triage and discharge from hospitals to make way for acute medical 

patients. 
• Separation from natural care givers and community support systems. 
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1) Normal Emotional Reactions: 
• It is normal and understandable to feel anxious and worried about spreading disease, 

especially if there is not an available cure or enough medicine. 
• Anxiety is related to the fear of the unknown, and all of us are vulnerable to this type 

of reaction at different times and in the face of different threats. 
2) Using Natural Supports 
• Natural supports, as available, are essential in dealing with threats that do not pass 

quickly. 
• Support from family, friends, clergy and others to whom people naturally turn should 

be encouraged. 
• Schools, faith-based and civic/volunteer organizations also are part of this primary 

support system. 
• It would be helpful to find support systems-people who are thinking about the same 

issues you are thinking about the same issues you are thinking about and to share 
ideas. 

Tips for Coping 
The following are some useful suggestions for coping with the emotional challenges 
stemming from pandemic influenza and other health emergencies: 
• Limit your exposure to graphic news stories or images 
• Get accurate, timely information about disease from credible sources. 
• Seek out and follow the advice of experts. 
• Maintain as much of a normal daily routine as possible. 
• Stay busy, both mentally and physically. 
• Communicate when possible with friends, family and supporters. 
• Draw upon your spirituality or personal beliefs for comfort. 
• Express yourself through writing, poetry, drawing and other arts. 
• Talk and share your thoughts and feeling with others. 
Staying Healthy 
1) Pre-pandemic, practicing good health habits is another way of reducing the risk of all 

types of influenza in your home or family. To stay as healthy as possible: 
• Eat a balanced diet. Be sure to eat a variety of foods, including plenty of vegetables, 

fruits, and whole grain products. Also, include low-fat dairy products, lean meats, 
poultry, fish, and beans. 

• Drink lots of water and go easy on salt, sugar, alcohol, and saturated fat. 
• Exercise on a regular basis and get plenty of rest. 
2) Take common sense steps to limit the spread of germs. Make good hygiene a 

habit: 



• Wash hands frequently with soap and water. 
• Cover your mouth and nose with a tissue if cough or sneeze. 
• Properly dispose of used tissues. 
• Cough or sneeze into your upper sleeve if you don’t have a tissue. 
• Clean your hands after coughing or sneezing. Use soap or water or an alcohol-based 

hand cleaner. 
• Stay at home if you are sick. 
Limit the Spread of Infection 
To limit the spread of germs and prevent infection: 
• Teach your children to wash hands frequently  
• Teach your children to cover coughs and sneezes with tissues, and be sure to model 

that behavior. 
• Teach your children to stay away from others as much as possible if they are sick. 

Keep children home from school if they are sick. 
Preparedness Facilitates Resilience 
• Some of the emotional and behavioral consequences of a pandemic may be mitigated 

by preparedness efforts. 
• Sources of useful preparedness for individuals, families, and communities can be 

found at: 
http://www.pandemicflu.gov 
http://www.who.int/csr/disease/influenza/en/ 

Family Preparedness 
To plan for a pandemic: 
• Talk with family members and loved ones about how they would be cared for if they 

got sick, or what will be needed to care for them. 
• Store a supply of water and food. During a pandemic, if you cannot get to a store, or 

if stores are out of supplies, it will be important for you to have extra supplies on 
hand. This can be useful in other types of emergencies, such as power outages and 
disasters. 

• Have nonprescription drugs and other health supplies on hand, including pain 
relievers, stomach remedies, cough and cold medicines, fluids with electrolytes, and 
vitamins. 

• Encourage family members to volunteer with local groups to prepare and assist with 
emergency responses. 

• Encourage family members to get involved in your community as it works to prepare 
for an influenza pandemic. 

Changes in the Workplace 

http://www.pandemicflu.gov
http://www.who.int/csr/disease/influenza/en/


• Think about what information the people in your workplace will need if you are a 
manager. This may include information about insurance, leave policies, working from 
home, possible loss of income, and when not to come to work if sick. 

• Meet with your colleagues and make lists of things you will need to know and what 
actions can be taken.  

Anticipate Transportation Problems 
Think about how you can rely less on public transportation during a pandemic. For 
example, store food and other essential supplies so you can make fewer trips to the 
store. 
• Prepare backup plans for taking care of loved ones who are far away. 
• Consider other ways to get to work, or if you can, work from home. 
 
 
*This information 


